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An immense amount of work remains ahead but progress made 
in 2016 offers a clear trajectory and a recipe for success: build 

coalitions, invest boldly, evolve policies, get it done. 
…excerpted from Action 4, p. 7

Construction of over 500 acres of shallow water habitat at the Salton Sea�s Red Hill Bay is underway. 
The project will provide habitat for hundreds of bird species and prevent harmful dust emission 
from the dry land. 
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A Note about Climate Change  
and the California Water Action Plan

Our climate is changing. Coastal sea levels are ris-
ing. Sierra snowpack is fading. Drought conditions 
seem more baseline than anomaly. What’s more, 
California’s most vulnerable communities are expe-
riencing disproportionately intense effects. Therein 
lies the root of the challenge, as California faces a 
future of even greater climatic change and cascading 
consequences. The state is thriving economically, cul-
turally, and socially. But we are already experiencing 
significant impacts, and their slow (yet increasingly 
rapid) advance is real and must be addressed directly.

Adapting to climate change is inherently difficult 
work. It means re-assessing land-use strategies, in-
vesting in complex watershed restoration projects, 
strengthening transportation and other critical in-
frastructure, and anticipating urban and agricultural 
water shortages. California leads the nation in pre-
paring for the effects of climate change, as epitomized 
by the Safeguarding California plan. The Governor 
affirmed his commitment to Safeguarding California 
by issuing Executive Order B-30-15. Led by the 
California Natural Resources Agency, in coordination 
with other State agencies, Safeguarding California is 
a multi-sector assessment of climate-related vulner-
abilities and adaptation strategies intended to spark 
and guide government action. The California Water 
Action Plan (Action Plan) plays a prominent role 
in that document and forms the foundation of the 
State’s water-sector adaptation strategies. Each aspect 
of the water management cycle (precipitation – treat-
ment– delivery – use, etc.) is affected by climate 
change. The Action Plan’s 10 actions and numerous 
sub-actions are discrete climate counter-measures. A 
few examples:

• Rising sea levels threaten the Sacramento-San
Joaquin Delta ecosystems, water supply infra-
structure, and agricultural economy. Action 3 —
Achieve the Co-Equal Goals for the Delta — empha-
sizes climate-informed tidal habitat restoration,
new State/federal water system conveyance, and
financial assistance for local government.

• Climate change will likely bring extended periods
of drought. Action 5 — Manage and Prepare for
Dry Periods — includes strategies for operating
our complex water systems more flexibly and ef-
ficiently to ensure greater reliability in the face of
climate change.

• Changing precipitation patterns will likely bring
larger Sacramento River flows, threatening urban
and small communities protected by levees.
Action 8 — Increase Flood Protection — calls
for new regulatory, financial, and operational
mechanisms to reduce flood risk and protect our
communities.

The data is irrefutable: our climate is changing. One 
of the big questions facing us now is how to prepare 
for it. For those concerned with the future of water 
management, the Action Plan begins to answer that 
question. This report on Action Plan accomplish-
ments is proof-positive that California is and will 
continue to be a global leader in this important work.

Ground meadow restoration at Antelope Lake, Plumas 
National Forest.
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Introduction: Steady Progress on Many Fronts in 2016
Achieving reliable and resilient water systems and 
restoring our most important ecosystems require
consistent progress on myriad fronts. In 2016, proj-
ects and planning progressed at the local, regional, 
and State levels. A great deal was accomplished under 
all 10 actions set forth in the California Water Action 
Plan (Action Plan). With the urgency of drought 
unabated and the resources of Proposition 1 at the 
ready, the kind of momentum needed to safeguard 
California’s water supplies continues to build, even in 
the face of climate change.

 

Key achievements in 2016 include an infusion of 
funds to bring to fruition two mandates: sustainability 
of water supplies and more sophisticated conservation 
measures. Hundreds of millions of dollars in State 
bond funds, which will leverage hundreds of millions 
of dollars in local and federal funds, were disbursed 
to local water districts and others for water recycling, 
installation of more efficient irrigation technology on 
farms, and many other projects. Dozens of habitat 
restoration projects were funded or launched, includ-
ing the largest-ever tidal wetlands restoration project 
in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta (Delta). In 
addition, California supported the implementation 
of Klamath dam removal through bond funding and 
amendments to a key multi-party agreement.

In response to the Governor’s call to action through 
Executive Order B-37-16, five State agencies issued a 
draft framework for moving beyond emergency, one-
size-fits-all drought restrictions on water use to more 
sophisticated, durable conservation requirements that 
take into account local climate and demographics.

Implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act (SGMA) continued through adop-
tion of regulations that will guide counties, cities, and 
local water districts in the formation of groundwater 
sustainability agencies. These new agencies will bring 
groundwater pumping and recharge into balance and 
ensure communities manage their water sustainably. 
The release of a feasibility study on direct potable 
reuse of recycled water brought the state closer to 
making full use of wastewater. Water quality regula-
tors began updating the water quality standards and 

flow requirements in the Delta to balance the needs 
of, and to better protect, fish, farms, and cities. 

Moreover, the California Water Commission (CWC) 
adopted regulations to guide the investment of $2.7 
billion in Proposition 1 funds in surface water and 
groundwater storage projects that will provide public 
benefits.

State engineers and biologists, recognizing the 
ecological value of floodplains and riverine habitat, 
finalized a Central Valley flood management plan 
that will improve water supply, water and air quality, 
agriculture, and recreation. Experimental release of 
farm drainage water through the Yolo Bypass — one 
of 13 actions charted to help pull Delta smelt from 
the brink of extinction — shows great promise for 
spurring the production of microscopic food for na-
tive fish.

All these actions and more are carried out by the 
administration of Governor Edmund G. Brown Jr., 
under the unifying principles of the Action Plan and 
in coordination with a broad array of federal, State, 
local, private, and tribal partners.

This report highlights the year’s efforts and accom-
plishments, in a timeline and under the rubric of each 
of the Action Plan’s 10 primary actions. A roadmap 
to sustainable water resources, the Action Plan will 
guide the efforts of State leaders for years to come.

In January 2016, Governor Brown released the updated 
California Water Action Plan, citing its balanced set of 
solutions designed to make the state’s water system 
stronger and more resilient. Photo courtesy of ACWA.
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Action 1 � Making Water Conservation a California 
Way of Life
Increasing long-term water conservation, using water 
more efficiently, and strengthening local and regional 
drought planning are critical to California’s resilience 
to drought and climate change. Accordingly, Governor 
Brown issued Executive Order (EO) B-37-16, “Mak-
ing Water Conservation a California Way of Life.” 
The executive order builds on temporary statewide 
emergency water restrictions to establish long-term 
water conservation measures, which include perma-
nent monthly water use reporting; new, permanent 
water use standards in California communities; bans 
on wasteful practices, such as hosing off sidewalks, 
driveways, and other hardscapes; strengthened urban 
water shortage contingency planning; and improved 
agricultural water-use efficiency and drought plan-
ning.

As required by EO B-37-16, the California Depart-
ment of Water Resources (DWR), the State Water 
Resources Control Board (Water Board), the Califor-
nia Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA), 
the California Public Utilities Commission, and the 
California Energy Commission formed two advisory 
groups: the Agricultural Advisory Group and the 
Urban Advisory Group. The two groups consist of 
water suppliers, local governments, environmental 
groups, academia, consultants, and other interested 
parties. In November, 2016, State agencies released 
the public review draft of the report, Making Water 
Conservation a California Way of Life: Implementing 
Executive Order B-37-16. The report recommends 
actions that can be implemented under existing 
authorities, as well as actions that require additional 
authorities for implementation. The final report is 
planned for release in early 2017.

A previous executive action on drought also saw 
progress. EO B-29-15, issued in 2015, required ag-
ricultural water suppliers servicing between 10,000 
and 25,000 acres to prepare agricultural water man-
agement plans (AWMPs) by mid-2016, an important 
new requirement for the duration of the drought. 
The agricultural sector responded. By the end of 
2016, 16 AWMPs were submitted for DWR review 

and approval. Additionally, 370 urban water suppli-
ers reported their 2015 water use, as compared with 
their interim target for 2015, from Senate Bill x7-7 
(2009). Urban water suppliers’ average water use was 
133 gallons per capita per day, a 33 percent reduction 
from the baseline established by the same legislation.

The State provided significant financial assistance to 
help local agencies and others boost water conserva-
tion.

• The Water Board awarded $3.2 million through
the water loss technical assistance program for
water loss audit and validation, targeting one
of the most prevalent weak links in urban water
management.

• The CEC awarded $1 million for research and
development of innovative leak detection and
repair technologies.

• DWR awarded nearly $30 million from Proposi-
tion 1 for 44 agricultural water-efficiency proj-
ects.

• DWR and CDFA collaborated on a jointly
managed pilot program intended to finance in-
novative on-farm and agricultural water-agency
efficiency projects.

• In April and November, CDFA awarded a total of
$38 million from the Greenhouse Gas Reduction
Fund (GGRF) (Assembly Bill [AB] 32) for 296
projects that will implement on-farm irrigation
systems that use less water and energy. Since
2014, the State Water Efficiency and Enhance-
ment Program has led to an estimated annual
reduction of 59,755 acre-feet (af ) of water and
60,330 metric tons of carbon dioxide.
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Action 2 � Increase Regional Self-Reliance and 
Integrated Water Management Across All Levels of 
Government
Over the past two decades, voters have approved 
billions of dollars to incentivize local and regional in-
vestment in sustainable water resource management. 
This infusion of public funding — matched by local 
resources — has built a foundation for local sustain-
ability. While those investments, including those 
described here for 2016, will continue in the next few 
years with funding from Proposition 1, the future is 
uncertain. Regions need to become more self-reliant, 
with stable financing and improved governance to 
bring regional water management into balance. 

In early 2016, DWR awarded the remaining $232 
million in Proposition 84 Integrated Regional Water 
Management (IRWM) grant funding to 130 proj-
ects. All remaining Proposition 50 (2002) IRWM 
grant funds were awarded in 2016. Proposition 50 
allocated $250 million to DWR and $250 million to 
the Water Board for projects across the state. From 
various bond measures, the Water Board awarded 
$10 million to protect State Park beaches. The Water 
Board awarded $9.5 million in stormwater planning 
grants for 28 projects and $80 million for 27 storm-
water construction projects.

Building on the success of the 2015 water-energy
grant program, DWR released a solicitation for $19 
million in grants to save water and associated energy 
use, and to reduce greenhouse gases. Funding is pro-
vided by the State’s GGRF. More than 20 applications 
were received, and awards are expected in early 2017.

 

Proposition 1 includes significant funding to address 
the particular technical assistance and infrastruc-
ture needs of disadvantaged communities. During 
2016, DWR and the Water Board brought together 
representatives of disadvantaged communities and 
tribes to prioritize key challenges (informed in part 
by Proposition 84-funded pilot studies) and provide 
input to the development and rollout of the agencies’ 
Proposition 1 funding programs. The Water Board 
awarded $124 million in 2016 to benefit disadvan-
taged communities, and DWR solicited proposals 

with plans to award over $50 million in early 2017 
and another $50 million or more in subsequent years.

Implementation of the 2014 Sustainable Ground-
water Management Act (SGMA) will go a long way 
toward building regional self-sufficiency. SGMA 
requires that local agencies work with farmers, busi-
nesses, and other water users to establish new regional 
governance and comprehensive implementation 
plans. During 2016, DWR and other State agencies 
provided significant resources to incentivize and 
support these local efforts. More will be needed in 
future years. (Refer to Action 6 for details of the State 
services provided during 2016.)

In early December, State water managers attended the 
inaugural meeting of the Community Water Leaders, a 
network of local water-agency board members working 
to increase access to safe and affordable drinking water 
for disadvantaged communities in the San Joaquin 
Valley. Photo credit: Community Water Center.
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Action 3 � Achieve the Co-Equal Goals for the Delta
The Delta Reform Act established the co-equal
goals of improving statewide water-supply reli-
ability and protecting, restoring, and enhancing the 
Delta ecosystem. In the spring of 2015, Governor 
Brown launched California WaterFix and California 
EcoRestore, two new strategies aimed at achieving 
these co-equal goals. What a difference a year makes! 
In 2016, the State broke ground on 600 acres of 
tidal habitat restoration, completed the Wallace Weir 
Fish Rescue Facility, advanced a dozen other EcoRe-
store projects, and certified the final environmental 
documents for the construction of new Delta water 
conveyance infrastructure. Each of these efforts is 
the product of tremendous coordination, persever-
ance, and optimism in the face of seemingly endless 
challenge. Once fully implemented, WaterFix and 
EcoRestore will support the long-term sustainability 
of Delta ecosystems and water supplies, furthering 
the co-equal goals described in the 2009 Delta Re-
form Act and the Action Plan.

 

Several other significant Delta milestones were
reached throughout the year. In September, the 
Water Board released a draft proposal to update key 
portions of its Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan
(Bay-Delta Plan) related to southern Delta salinity 
and water flows in major tributaries to the San Joa-
quin River. Initial proposals for similar water quality 
measures for the Sacramento River watershed were 
also released. Once finalized, the Bay-Delta Plan will 
help balance the uses of Delta watershed water. The 
resolution of these complicated issues is an opportu-
nity for water users reliant on major Delta tributaries 
to develop voluntary settlement agreements. Volun-
tary agreements — aligned with the objectives of the 
Bay-Delta Plan — could include flow and non-flow 
measures, such as habitat restoration, possibly result-
ing in a suite of watershed improvements that satisfies 
regulatory requirements as well as a wider range of 
interested parties.

 

Looking beyond EcoRestore’s five-year planning ho-
rizon, the California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(CDFW) initiated a process to develop a high-level 
document to guide Delta conservation planning and 
investment until 2050. When completed in 2017, 

the Delta Conservation Framework (DCF) will be 
unique. Not limited to numeric acreage targets for 
habitat conservation, the DCF will acknowledge and 
focus on strategies for promoting or re-establishing 
ecosystem function, explicitly recognizing that we 
will see greater species response when we plan and 
implement projects that restore or mimic natural 
system processes. The DCF will also explicitly rec-
ognize that future conservation efforts must integrate 
into the Delta’s unique cultural and socio-economic 
landscape, especially in relation to agriculture, the 
Delta’s main economic driver. Success over the long 
run will require stakeholders to recognize the need 
for long-term evaluation of likely changes ushered by 
climate change and other challenges, and to recognize 
the value that conservation will bring to the region.

This graphic depicts real-time salinity measurements, 
one of many Delta water-quality indicators. In 2016, 
the Water Board moved forward with its Bay-Delta 
Water Quality Control Plan process. Graphic courtesy 
of BayDeltaLive.com.
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